City University of New York (CUNY)

CUNY Academic Works
Capstones

Craig Newmark Graduate School of Journalism

Fall 12-18-2020

He’s ‘Like a Math Magician’: One Man’s Path Towards Clemency
Steven Vago
Craig Newmark Graduate School of Journalism at CUNY

How does access to this work benefit you? Let us know!
More information about this work at: https://academicworks.cuny.edu/gj_etds/439
Discover additional works at: https://academicworks.cuny.edu
This work is made publicly available by the City University of New York (CUNY).
Contact: AcademicWorks@cuny.edu

He’s ‘Like a Math Magician’: One Man’s Path Towards Clemency
By: Steven Vago
If there’s one thing Bobby Ehrenberg knew, it was math. So, when he sat in the front of
an algebra class — on a new path at Sullivan Correctional Facility, a maximum security
prison in Fallsburg, N.Y. — his hand immediately shot up in the air. Then, he kept raising
it, again and again.
It was 2014, and Ehrenberg, who at the time was 22 years into a 50-year to life sentence,
caught factoring errors the teacher made. Soon, he started tutoring other students. The
next year, Ehrenberg developed a 95-page pre-college algebra syllabus. With his receding
blonde hairline and rectangular-framed glasses, he resembled an aged accountant as he
hunched over his papers handwriting formulas.
“I sat in my cell with my ass on a hard stool,” said Ehrenberg, now 61, in his gruff Long
Island accent. “It might sound a little selfish, but I felt good doing it. I felt like I could
make a change and help someone.”
Administrators approved the program, turning Ehrenberg, a convicted murderer, into a
volunteer algebra teacher. He taught the basics — radicals, linear equations, irrational
numbers — to 23 incarcerated men who, like him, were attempting to turn their lives
around. With his help, they’d move on and obtain degrees.
“Mr. Ehrenberg is like a math magician,” said former student Javier Roman, 40, who is
currently finishing up a bachelor’s degree at Sullivan. “I can honestly say that without his
help I probably would not have continued in pursuing my education.”
Ehrenberg himself earned his associate’s degree in 2017, graduating as class
valedictorian with a 4.0. “It’s bittersweet,” he said, reflecting on his accomplishments.
“This should have happened 30 years ago.”
With the second wave of the coronavirus raging across New York state prisons, classes
have been canceled. In recent days, instead of tutoring, Ehrenberg has been sitting in his
cell mulling over the possibility of a commutation by Gov. Andrew Cuomo. He is one of
the thousands of incarcerated people whose clemency application landed at the Executive
Clemency Bureau, an office in the Department of Corrections and Community
Supervision that reviews submissions.
Clemency is composed of two forms: a commutation (the shortening of a sentence) or a
pardon (expunging a criminal record post-release). An incarcerated person receives
executive clemency when the governor decides their time served was decidedly met with
justice and transformation behind bars. For Ehrenberg, clemency is an endeavor that’s the
culmination of a lifelong battle with addiction, squandered potential, the grappling of a
crime, and the reconnection with an old friend.

But the governor’s extraordinary power to grant commutations for crimes has rarely been
exercised. Since 2017, Cuomo has issued 12 commutations from the 6,489 applications
his office received between 2016 and August 2019.
“It’s like hitting the lotto,” said Michael Crawford, who was one of the lucky ones to
receive a commutation in 2018 after serving 20 of a 22-years to life sentence for murder.
Cuomo’s lukewarm response comes after his office launched a pro bono legal service in
2015 that helps incarcerated persons seek clemency representation. “Today we are taking
a critical step toward a more just, more fair, and more compassionate New York,” the
governor said at the time. Yet only three individuals have been given this compassion
since the coronavirus spread across the state’s 52 prisons.
Older inmates like Ehrenberg are especially susceptible to the deadly virus’ wrath. The
advocacy group Release Aging People in Prison (RAPP) has urged the governor to
consider more commutations for older inmates amid rising coronavirus cases.
In correctional facilities across New York, 30 people have died from Covid-19, including
six staff, 20 incarcerated people and four parolees. One of those parolees, Leonard Carter,
60, died from the virus just six weeks short from his release date.
If he doesn’t get clemency, Ehrenberg will have to wait much longer. He goes before the
parole board in 2042, when he is 83 — an age he likely won’t see — for a 1992 crime that
left a Long Island jeweler dead.
‘The monster’
On the morning of Dec. 5, 1992, Ehrenberg, then 33, went to a Kings Park, Long Island
sports bar, where he drank heavily. Sitting at the bar with a .22 caliber gun in his leather
jacket pocket, he knew he was heading back to prison. It had only been a few days since
he’d skipped his appointment with his parole officer, and Ehrenberg, once again, had
spent those days taking drugs.
“For breakfast, I had cocaine. For lunch, I had Absolut Blue on the rocks for three olives,
probably three or four of them with a side of Heineken,” he said.
After leaving the bar, Ehrenberg walked into Golden Arts Jewelers, the store across the
street. His plan was to rob it, he said. But it quickly went wrong.
The store owner, Silvio Goldberg, asked him if he wanted to try on a Caravelle watch
he’d been eyeing. When Goldberg clamped the watch shut around his wrist, Ehrenberg
said he felt a burst of adrenaline.
He said he reached into his jacket for the gun. The next moments are hazy, but he
remembers an altercation ensuing.

“I exploded,” he continued. “I don’t know any other way to explain what happened there,
but I went into a blind rage.”
For Ehrenberg, time stood still. “Now I don’t know how much time passed. It was like a
nothingness…And I heard a shot that pulled me out of that fugue,” he said. “The first
thing I see is the gun in my hand. I see him on the ground in another part of the store and
I put two and two together. And I said ‘oh my God.’”
Overcome with panic, Ehrenberg ran. Two days later, Goldberg, 44, died at a Long Island
hospital from a gunshot wound to the head.
“I was the monster that came into [Goldberg’s family’s] lives that day and took their
father, their husband and a relative of many,” Ehrenberg said, with tears running down
his weathered face. “And I hated myself for this.” (The Goldberg family declined to
comment for this story.)
A week later, he was apprehended at a friend’s house, with eyewitnesses pinning him to
the crime. He was charged with two counts of second-degree murder, first-degree robbery
and burglary.
‘He dropped the knife and laughed’
Ehrenberg grew up in Commack, Long Island — a middle class suburb where white
picket fences and inground pools dot backyards. His father, Edward, a NYPD sergeant in
Brooklyn, had an explosive temper. One night, when Ehrenberg was 10, he said his father
held a knife to his throat after Ehrenberg had been looking at his older sister’s larger cut
steak with kid-like jealousy.
Another time, Edward cornered Ehrenberg on the stairs and pressed a butcher knife into
his chest. “He dropped the knife and laughed.” Fearing for his life, he fled down the
stairs.
“I don’t think I deserved anything like that, not as a child,” said Ehrenberg.
A naturally gifted math student, he often finished his arithmetic homework while his
teacher was still scribbling equations on the board. Ehrenberg also joined the wrestling
team in seventh grade and wrestled throughout high school, with a 14–0 junior year
record. The mat was an outlet for his frustration and anxiety.
But one day he skipped school and stayed home to cut down on weight for a competition,
and his parents, angry that he had missed school, called the principal and got him kicked
off the team.
“It broke my spirit. It broke my heart,” he recalled.

Ehrenberg, then 17, started growing marijuana in his bedroom and planned to sell it.
Soon after, his father discovered the plants and kicked him out of the house, chasing him
with a crowbar down the street.
“My energy that was all positive within the sports arena and trying to accomplish
something was eliminated,” he said. “So I started having this mindset of, well, let me be
the best at being the worst.”
A new group of friends introduced him to harder drugs, and soon Ehrenberg was
regularly using methamphetamine and cocaine. He committed his first robbery at 17,
outside an RKO movie theater showing of “The Omen.” Carrying a pellet gun, Ehrenberg
headed towards a safe deposit box.
“I pulled the mask down and the gun out. I was cool as ice,” he said.
Soon, there were other robberies and arrests — all while he continued abusing cocaine and
drinking alcohol.
“It eventually was my downfall,” he said. “In hindsight it was killing every relationship. I
had no future, no plans, no nothing. Just let’s get high all the time and see what tomorrow
brings, if it even exists.”
His addiction progressed into sharing heroin needles in 1984. Years later in 1991,
Ehrenberg tested positive for HIV. “I took the test and it was like a lighting bolt going
through you,” he said, referring to his positive diagnosis. “I felt like it was the end.”
In 1992, out on parole after doing 58 months for a burglary, Ehrenberg was hired as a
loader at Westside Foods in the Bronx, where he lived with another employee. He spent
the weekends partying in Long Island. A week before the jewelry store shooting, his
roommate entered rehab and gave up the lease, leaving Ehrenberg homeless. He asked
Westside Foods for time off to look for housing, but they refused. He took the time
anyway and lost his job.
“What I attempted to do is escalate my cocaine use to escape, to block this out,” he said.
It was the beginning of a deadly downward spiral.
‘Jesus loves you’
When Debbie Forte opened Newsday in March 1994 while eating breakfast at a Long
Island diner, she was in complete shock. The popular wrestler from Commack High
School North, who’d joked with her while taking yearbook photos so many years before,
had been charged with murder. For weeks, Forte couldn’t stop thinking about the case.
But it wasn’t until she read Newsday’s next piece on Ehrenberg that reality set in.

“The second time, it was like ‘Oh, you really mean business, God,” said Forte, a born
again Christian. “And I’m like ‘I can’t believe this. You’re gonna send me on this
errand.”
The errand led to a visitation room at Suffolk County Correctional Facility. Ehrenberg
was surprised to have a visitor, especially since his family cut him off after the murder
charges.
“I said ‘Bobby, God told me to come and tell you that Jesus loves you,” said Forte.
The visit turned into a 26-year friendship, with Ehrenberg writing her lengthy letters and
calling every Sunday.
In the early days, their relationship was strong even as Ehrenberg was on a cocktail of
psychiatric drugs prescribed by prison psychiatrists.
In 1995 at Elmira Correctional Facility, he started grappling with his childhood abuse
during therapy sessions.
“I just kept those feelings internalized, but what that did was teach me to mete out every
instance in my life with violence, that violence was the answer — and we know it’s not,”
he said.
In 2017, during a phone call with a former neighbor, Ehrenberg discovered his father had
died 17 years earlier.
“It still saddened me greatly,” he said.
While his sister, a successful adolescent psychiatrist, had supported him during his earlier
incarcerations, after the murder, she never spoke to him again.
“I miss her in my life,” Ehrenberg said.
His sister, Dr. Eileen Ehrenberg, did not respond to numerous requests for an interview.
Ehrenberg largely stayed out of trouble as he bounced around various upstate prisons but
still had setbacks due to his addiction. In 2004, he was transferred to Clinton Correctional
Facility where he worked as a textile cutter, a well-respected job in the prison, for several
years. He lost the job in September 2012 after he received a drinking infraction. Sitting in
his cell reflecting at age 53, something finally clicked.
“Some people get life from the beginning. I didn’t get it. I thought it was all about Bobby,
whatever he wanted to do in life, didn’t matter what it was, who it affected,” he said. “I
was tired of that person.”

Ehrenberg requested a transfer to Sullivan Correctional Facility, where the non-profit
Hudson Link for Higher Education in Prison provides college classes and a pipeline for
rehabilitation. This time, he’d change.
He would undergo a transformation, guided by his desire to learn. In 2014, Ehrenberg
won the transfer to Sullivan.
“It was the happiest moment of my life,” he said.
Ehrenberg earned his bachelor’s in social sciences from St. Thomas Aquinas College.
Forte leapt out of her seat during graduation, feeling immensely proud of her friend’s
transformation. Throughout his incarceration, she’s been his one solid and reliable visitor,
guiding him with faith.
“Behind every great man is a great woman,” said Ehrenberg. “Through thick and thin,
she pushed me in a positive direction, so she deserved a lot of the credit for what I
achieved within this environment. It hasn’t been easy — and she’s been there all along.”
Along the way, he taught the 16-week math program and inspired other students to
continue their education.
“I want my family to see that I turned a horrible situation into a transformative moment,
just like Bobby was able to accomplish,” said Roman, his former student.
While excelling in school, Ehrenberg also led a fundraising initiative for nearby animal
rescue organization, Rocky’s Refuge. To date, he’s raised more than $400 from the other
inmates, asking for donations at the commissary. If granted clemency, it’s one of the first
places he wants to visit.
Ehrenberg’s latest project involves starting a chapter of Narcotics Anonymous at
Sullivan. If he’s released, he hopes to get a master’s degree in social work so that he can
prevent addicts from following his footsteps.
He thinks about Goldberg’s family often. If there’s one thing he could do for them, “I
would accept that whole burden that they’ve been holding for year upon year on my
shoulders no matter what the decision,” he said.
While commutations are typically granted at the end of the holiday season, Ehrenberg
will have no celebration.
“I’m not going home to a party and congratulations,” he said. “I’m an outcast.”
“And I have to tread very carefully — and just do all positive things in my life.”

